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High Impact Projects    
A Newsletter About Solutions and Creating Exceptional Value 

 

How to Sell $8 Million Worth of Work and 
Deliver a $21 Million Customer Payback  

Massive Project for the State of Texas Results in Headcount 
Reduction of 900 and a Seven-Year Total Payback of $240 Million  

Project Survives Enormous Technical Troubles and Bankruptcy 
of One Vendor  

By Tom Ingram, PMP 
 

Imagine that you have the opportunity to bid on 
a government project that, if you win, will 
quadruple the revenues of your little company. 

The bid has already been let and awarded once 
but is being re-bid because of irregularities.  The 
bid document is an inch and a half thick.  Several 
tough competitors are involved and you have no 
established presence in state government. 

How would you proceed?  How would you 
close the sale and, more importantly, how would 
you then make sure that you could profitably 
deliver on the promises you made? 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Some other hurdles to handle:  In the midst of 

this three-year effort, your company defaults on 
technical requirements.  The company ultimately 

went bankrupt and defaulted on the entire project.  
How would you handle such a massive task and set 
of problems? 

Following is a brief outline of how we got 
through these events and produced an outstanding 
outcome for our customer.  And how we made a 
profit for our employers!  My hope is, if you ever 
face a similar situation, that this case study will 
provide some assistance.  

How We Won the Deal:  The lead came to 
us through one of our vendors.  He brought us a 
copy of the initial bid spec and made us aware that 
the project was being re-bid.  In reviewing the 
specification we realized that we could approach 
the bid with an inherent cost and quality advantage.  
It turned out that I had designed similar equipment 
in a previous job.  Because we were able to buy the 
components and build the desired equipment 
ourselves, we went into the bid with an inherent 
cost advantage.  We decided that, rather than using 
the lowest possible cost components and 
maximizing our profit, we would use a high-quality 
primary component and produce a reasonable profit 
margin.  This allowed us to present a bid that was 
both cost competitive and it gave the government 
agency (the State of Texas) an incentive to want to 
select our bid. 

It turned out and that when the bids were 
opened, ours was the second lowest.  The low-
priced competitor was quickly disqualified by the 

“In two large projects, Tom has played a material 
role in…performing vendor compliance.  
Through Tom’s personal efforts, in conjunction 
with others, both of these two large procurement 
projects have been successful and moved 
forward in a positive fashion.” 
 

“…In both cases, Tom worked with us on a ‘win-
win’ basis to find solutions.  He met his 
commitments and communicated with us 
regularly, whether news was good or bad.” 
 

Wayne D. Kellberg, 
Chief, Purchasing Services 

Texas Department of Human Services, 
State of Texas 

               972-394-5736               Newsletter #18               January 2004 Page 1 

Tom Ingram
Highlight



TOM INGRAM &   ASSOCIATES, Inc.
 

 

 

Sales & Operations Improvement Through Process, Project Management & Technology 
tom@tomingraminc.com

State and, in my opinion, we were awarded the bid 
because we had a very high-quality offering with a 
competitive cost. 

Being Honest and Up Front Kept Us 
from Losing the Bid: The State required a 
performance bond and we were unable to meet the 
financial requirements to be bonded by the 
deadline.  We had been very up front, honest and 
cooperative with the agency all through the process.  
As the comments from Wayne Kellburg of the 
state's purchasing department show, the state very 
much appreciated our full, complete and thorough 
bid response and addressing of their issues. 

When it was clear we were out of time and 
would not be able to meet the requirements, I flew 
to Austin and presented Charlie Bertero, the 
director of purchasing for the entire State of Texas, 
with a one-page letter apologizing for our inability 
to meet the deadline and withdrawing our bid.  
Charlie's exact words were, "I hear they like you 
over at the Department of Human Services.  Would 
another 10 days to be in compliance help you?"  I 
was dumbfounded.  I had no idea that there was 
latitude on such requirements!  The 10 days allowed 
us to secure the performance bond, receive the bid 
award and begin shipping product. 

The lesson that I took away from that encounter 
was that honest, up front, diligent people will 
sometimes get breaks where a less diligent 
businessperson would not. 

The Value of Going Above and Beyond 
the Call:  The State encountered a technical 
problem in an area that was not exactly our 
responsibility.  We had the expertise to help them 
get the problem solved and we did so at no charge.  
At the time I thought there was a chance we would 
need some goodwill later, so we took this 
opportunity to do a favor for our client.  The 
payback on that favor turned out to save the project 
for us! 

Technical Problems Caused Us to Almost 
Lose the Project: About six months passed 
between the actual bid, testing of our evaluation 
units and full production deployment.  A 
manufacturer of one of the key components moved 
their manufacturing facility offshore.  The printed 
circuit boards were copies-of-copies-of-copies.  

Some errors crept in that were very difficult to 
diagnose. 

30-40% of the units that we shipped were 
returned by the client.  We were technically in 
default of the terms of the bid agreement.  The 
goodwill that we had sown with the above favor 
paid off in spades.  The State worked with us for six 
weeks (5 weeks longer than they were required to) 
to help us get the problem resolved. 

During this time, I made a point to call the chief 
of purchasing and give him a daily update on where 
we were at, what our next steps were and what the 
contingency plans were if those steps did not work. 

As the enclosed quote notes, Mr. Kellburg 
greatly appreciated the daily reports – and he 
wanted to know the news whether it was good or 
bad.  If I had ducked and dodged reporting the 
status to them and only talked to him when we had 
something good to report, I believe they would of 
cut us off and we would not have been able to get 
the technical problem solved. 

We had a solid technical team – and they were 
going nuts trying to get these arbitrary and difficult 
problems resolved.  I give a great deal of credit to 
our technical team and the manufacturer for helping 
us trace down and resolve the problems. 

Care and Feeding of the Technology 
Team: Since I was the salesperson on the project, 
there was only a limited amount I could do during 
the technology testing, evaluation unit 
demonstrations and resolving of technical problems.  
The one thing I was able to do was help get our 
technical team what they needed to get the job 
done.  I also ran interference for them and helped 
get normal daily tasks deflected off of them and 
onto other people.  This gave them the latitude and 
the resources they needed to get the job done.  In 
one case I was up till midnight building cables.  In 
another case I shuttled equipment and supplies back 
and forth.  A major symbolic gesture to the 
technical people came at the end of the technical 
evaluation period.  Our team had worked 
themselves silly with 18 and 20 and 22 hour days 
for a week straight to make sure that the technical 
evaluation went smoothly.  We passed with flying 
colors, and retained great credibility in the client’s 
eyes.  Our technical team, however, had become 
“the walking dead”.  We had delivered the 
evaluation hardware and software in a special van, 
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which the technical team had driven from Dallas to 
Austin.  I was tired, but in better shape than they 
were.  I was concerned that they were too tired to 
drive the van back to Dallas.  I gave them my plane 
tickets and insisted that they fly back and have 
someone pick them up at the airport.   In the face of 
their heroic efforts, I thought the least I could was 
drive the van back. 

Afterwards, they commented several times how 
much they appreciated my efforts on their behalf.  
They also observed that we were an effective team 
because I was not treating them like low-level 
technical grunts, while I was the hotshot 
salesperson.  Instead, we were a team of peers, each 
with a specific contribution to be made. 

Difficulties Getting Paid the Full 
Commission:  After we got through the technical 
hurdles, we settled down to a relatively stable 
delivery schedule, and I went back to the job of 
generating more business.  After paying me about 
one-third of the total commission due, my company 
decided to release me.  I discovered that the nature 
of the laws in the State of Texas made it impractical 
for me to seek any legal remedy, so I moved on and 
found a new position.  I, of course, felt unjustly 
treated by my company.  In their defense, and 20/20 
hindsight, I have to admit that my head got pretty 
big after pulling off a sale that quadrupled their 
annual revenues.  I will also note that this company 
survived for a few more years, and then went out of 
business. 

Regardless of the right or wrong of their 
decision to release me, the lesson to take away from 
this situation is that some executives resent paying a 
salesperson a large commission, even though they 
earned it under a written agreement.  It is easy to 
believe that these commissions are a windfall and 
the person didn’t really earn it.  The consequences 
are a detrimental effect on behaviors, the reduced 
level of trust, the suspicion and greed on all sides.  
My recommendation to executives is to think 
through the commission plan, the costs and 
economics of selling these large projects.  My basic 
commission rate was oriented toward sales in the 
few hundred thousand dollars range.  A $4 million 
sale represented a wonderful carrot for me to work 
for, but management resented paying the 
commission.  I am not significantly money 
motivated, so I would have accepted a less 

aggressive compensation plan.  I would have 
thought that the challenge and the accomplishment 
of selling and delivering such a magnificent project 
was a significant reward on its own, and would 
have looked beyond the money motivation.   

Had a commission arrangement been worked 
out that both of us could live with, I might have 
remained with that company far longer.  Perhaps I 
could have generated additional business for them, 
and perhaps they could have survived.   

Sold Phase II:  I moved on to a new firm and 
continued cultivating the relationship with the State 
of Texas.  My new firm and I were able to bid on a 
second phase of the project involving a 
substantially higher services component.   

On the day that we had to submit this bid for 
$3.2 million, my boss and I were making the final 
decisions on our bid.  The internal person who 
would be responsible for implementing the project, 
if we won, had generated a cost number.  My boss 
thought the number was too high and arbitrarily 
directed me to decrease it by 25%.  I knew it was 
wrong, but wanted to win the bid.   

We won the bid, but the internal manager was 
furious.  He managed to torpedo the project and get 
our corporate headquarters to refuse to complete the 
sale.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Company Files Bankruptcy, We Move 
the Work to a Subcontractor:  During all of 
this, my company’s financial statements became 
public.  It was clear that they were insolvent and 
headed to bankruptcy.  Fortunately, I had a good 
relationship with the client because my teams and I 
had performed for them before, so they gave us 
some latitude to find a solution.  In the end we were 
able to find another supplier to contract the work to.  
The good news is that the subcontractor was 

“…Total estimated benefits from the Welnet project 
were “$240,793,464…Major Benefit areas were staff 
cost avoidance, improved productivity, fraud 
reduction…Total estimated costs were 
$93,517,186.”  [Ingram was responsible for about $8 
million of the costs and approximately $21 million in 
prorated benefits.] 
 

Paul Normandian, Director, 
Federal Relations and Project Management, MIS, 

Texas Department of Human Services, 
State of Texas 
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Summary:  There were at least three or four 
points in these two projects where we had either 
defaulted in our performance or were on the edge of 
default.  Under the State’s procurement rules, if we 
had defaulted, the project would have had to be 
stopped, re-bid and restarted.   In private 
conversation with the people at the State of Texas, 
they credit us with preventing between a year and 
two years of delay associated with the project, had 
any one of those technical defects forced a re-bid.   

competent and successfully fulfilled the contract 
over the next several years.  I ended up with a very 
happy client and subsequent additional business.   

I recently ran into the internal manager that 
torpedoed the sale.  I had the opportunity to 
apologize to him and tell him that I had learned a 
big lesson.  Even if my boss directs me to do 
something, if it is wrong the payback will not 
justify the trouble.   

The Payback:  My responsibilities ended up 
being approximately one-fifth of the budget for the 
entire project.  (There were several other suppliers.)  
About seven years after the initial sale, I went back 
to the State and asked them how that project had 
turned out.  As the text box figures show, the total 
cost for the project was about $93 million.  The 
project resulted in a savings of some $240 million 
for the State of Texas.  Since my teams and I were 
responsible for approximately $8 million of the 
initial $93 million in costs, it is my view that we 
were responsible for a pro-rated payback on the 
project of $21 million.   

 
The lessons of this case are: 

1. Focusing where you have a competitive edge,  
2. Staying close to the customer,  
3. Being honest and up front with the customer,  
4. Continual communication, good news or bad,  
5. Taking care of the technical team,  
6. The necessity for integrity through all aspects 

of what you are doing.  
 
Hopefully this case will be of use to you if you 

face a similar opportunity someday.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Need further information? 
Call us if you have questions or would like more 

information.  This case is written as a teaching tool 
and is not intended to fully describe exact details or 

dialog. 

Feel free to duplicate and redistribute 
this article!  

 (provided you distribute it as a whole, with credit to 
Tom Ingram and Associates, Inc.) 

Tom Ingram & Associates, Inc. helps 
mid-sized firms improve sales and operating 
results by providing consulting services in the 
following areas: 

• Consultative Selling and Improved 
Sales Productivity 

• Reducing Order-to-Cash Cycles 
• Reducing Inventory & Maintaining Level 

of Service 
• Reducing Operating Labor Costs 
• Improving Customer Service 
• Understanding & Controlling Costs  
• Improving Management Reporting 
See www.tomingraminc.com for details or 
contact us at 972-394-5736. 
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